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"FOLLOW  ME' 


If  a  minister  has  a  keynote  message  in  his  bones, 
Homecoming  Sunday  would  be  the  time  to  turn  it  loose.    The 
summer  is  past.    A  new  season  beckons.    Anticipation 
runs  high. 

But  what  can  a  man  say  to  a  troubled  church,  in  a 
troubled  city,  in  a  troubled  world.    Pep  rally  rhetoric  is 
for  university  campuses.    Crash  programs  and  the  promise 
of  instant  cures  belongs  to  Batten,  Barton,  Durstin  and 
Osborne  —  not  to  Matthew,  Mark,  Luke  and  John. 

Thick  volumes  of  social  analysis  are  the  province 
of  research  fellows  who  have  lucked  into  a  foundation 
grant.    Throwing  in  the  towel  is  no  possibility  for  those 
who  have  been  given  a  towel  and  commissioned  to  serve. 

What  can  a  man  say?    He  can  lift  up  and  commend 
two  words  of  Jesus  that  resonate  with  relevance  for  men 
today:    "Follow  Me. " 

You  know  these  words  of  Jesus.    He  uttered  them 
not  once  but  many  times.    To  Peter  and  Andrew  by  the 
Sea  of  Galilee,  "Follow  me,"    To  Levi*  the  son  of  Alpha eus 
at  the  seat  of  customs,  "Follow  me."    To  a  balking  inquir- 
er, "Let  the  dead  bury  their  dead  and  come,  follow  me." 
To  the  rich  young  ruler,  "Sell  what  you  have,  give  to  the 
poor  and  come,  follow  me."    And  to  all  in  His  time  and  in 
succeeding  times,  "If  any  man  would  come  after  me,  let 
him  deny  himself  and  take  up  his  cross  and  follow  me." 

These  words  of  entreaty  and  command  are  plain 
and  disconcertingly  personal.    They  cut  through  a  maze 
of  theology.    They  are  no  respecter  of  denominational  ties 
or  ecclesiastical  lines.    They  do  not  bow  to  rank  or  privi- 
lege.   They  are  tail  enough  and  deep  enough  to  guide  a 
church,  yes,  this  church,  in  the  most  ambiguous  of  times. 
"Follow  me." 


There  are  several  considerations  that  have  moved 
me  in  recent  months  to  a  new  appreciation  of  these  words. 
First,  anyone  who  says  "Follow  me"  is  going  some  place  — 
and  we  need  direction.    These  words  strike  us  initially  as 
unwelcome  and  intrusive.    They  threaten  to  dislocate  us. 
But  ponder  them  longer  and  find  that  part  of  their  appeal 
lies  in  the  fact  that  they  promise  to  connect  us  with  one  who 
is  going  some  place. 

The  therapy  of  hibernation,  so  widely  practiced  by 
so  many  in  our  time,  cannot  really  heal  what  hurts  us 
deep  inside.    Yet,  leadership  that  knows  where  it  is  going 
is  hard  to  come  by  in  our  society;  and  so,  we  hibernate. 
There  was  more  truth  than  humor  to  that  legend  that  I 
spotted  on  a  T-shirt  in  New  Hampshire  a  few  summers 
back:  "Don't  follow  me  I'm  iostl"    One  of  our  more  vocal 
public  leaders  was  critiqued  the  other  day  by  a  veteran  poli- 
tician who  spoke  his  mind  frankly:  "I  don't  take  him  serious- 
ly because  I  don't  think  he  is  going  any  place." 

Jesus  has  a  plan.    A  work  to  do.    A  purpose  to 
achieve  in  history  and  beyond.    And  he  deigns  to  cut  us 
in.    The  word  that  is  translated  "follow"  in  most  instances 
in  the  gospel,  is  rooted  in  the  Greek  word  for  "road."    To 
follow  is  to  share  the  same  road.    The  Christian's  prayer 
is  not  for  a  longer  stay  with  God  but  for  a  closer  walk  with 
God. 

Moreover,  anyone  who  says,  "Follow  me"  is  obvi- 
ously more  interested  in  the  future  than  the  past  —  and  we 
need  a  loyalty  to  the  future.    With  Jesus  it's  not  where 
you've  been  that  matters,  but  where  you're  going.    Not 
whether  you  have  fallen,  but  whether  you  will  get  up.    Not 
whom  you've  hurt  in  the  past,  but  whom  you  will  help  in  the 
future. 

A  relatively  new  approach  to  psychiatry  has  been 
abroad  for  three  or  four  years  now  under  the  name  Reality 
Therapy.    Its  founding  mentor  was  William  Giasser.    The 
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approach  makes  sense  to  me.    Reality  therapists  insist 
that  it  is  futile  to  keep  on  rummaging  around  in  a  maa's 
past,  getting  people  to  articulate  and  amplify  the  failures 
of  yesteryear  and  to  recall  how  the  world  has  mistreated 
them.    The  important  thing  is  to  get  them  to  face  their 
needs  and  prepare  for  a  future  worth  living. 

This  approach  may  err  a  bit  on  the  side  of  over- 
simplification, but  I  find  myself  saying  "Amen"  when 
Glass er  writes:  "Without  denying  that  the  patient  had  an 
unsatisfactory  past,  we  find  that  to  look  for  what  went  wrong 
does  not  help  him.    What  good  comes  from  discovering  that 
you  are  afraid  to  assert  yourself  because  you  had  a  domi- 
neering father?    Both  patient  and  therapist  can  be  aware  of 
this  historical  occurrence,  they  can  discuss  it  in  all  of  its 
ramifications  for  years,  but  the  knowledge  will  not  help 
the  patient  assert  himself  now.  "1 

Fan  through  the  pages  of  the  gospel  record  and  you 
will  be  startled  to  discover  how  little  time  Jesus  spent 
allowing  people  to  expand  on  a  burdened  pastB    When  the 
woman  taken  in  adultery  was  thrust  into  his  presence  he 
did  not  try  to  explore  the  circumstances  that  had  pushed 
her  to  her  fail.    He  simply  took  her  by  the  hand  and  said, 
"Go  thy   way  and  sin  no  more."  (John  8:11).    When  Nicode- 
mus  came  to  Him  under  the  cover  of  night  shackled  by  an 
impossible  legalism  Jesus  didn?t  ask  him  how  he  got  that 
way,  he  said  simply,  "You  must  be  born  again. "    (John 
3:3). 

The  story  of  the  Prodigal  Son  may  indeed  be  the 
paradigm  that  indicates  how  God  deals  with  men  and  women 
who  have  failed0    For  the  younger  brother  in  the  far  country 
never  got  to  recite  before  his  father  the  speech  that  he  had 
so  carefully  learned  and  memorized.    Instead,  his  words 
were  smothered  in  his  father's  love.    He  was  given  a  ring 
for  his  finger,  a  robe  for  his  back,  and  shoes  for  his  feet 
and  restored  to  full  status  as  a  son.    For  to  be  penitent 
is  to  be  forgiven,  and  to  be  forgiven  is  to  rise  up  and 
follow. 

Yes,  we  might  fall  again*    We  do  not  move  on 
brashly  for  our  failures  are  still  very  much  in  our  minds. 
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But  we  know  that  we  are  being  led  by  light  and  love.    This 
is  what  the  eminent  New  Testamen  scholar  T.  W.  Mans  on 
was  testifying  to  when  he  said:  "The  living  Christ  still  has 
two  hands,  one  to  point  the  way,  and  the  other  held  out  to 
help  us  along.    So  the  Christian  ideal  lies  before  us,    not 
as  a  remote  and  austere  mountain  peak,  an  ethical  Everest 
which  we  must  scale  by  our  own  skill  and  endurance;  but  as 
a  road  on  which  we  may  walk  with  Christ  as  guide  and 
friend.    And  we  are  assured,  as  we  set  out  on  the  journey, 
that  he  is  with  us  always,  'even  unto  the  end  of  the  world. tn 
(Mat  28:20)2 

Finally,  consider  this,  that  whoever  commands  us 
to  follow  and  wins  our  allegiance  has  given  us  a  norm  by 
which  to  test  our  living.    Christ  does  not  absorb  us  or 
intend  to  absorb  us.    There  is  a  distance  between  the  Lord 
and  the  servant,  so  that  our  selfhood,  integrity  and  indivi- 
duality might  be  preserved.    Moreover,  he  calls  us  not  to 
slavish  imitation  but  to  follow  —  each  of  us  in  the  context 
of  his  time  and  place.    Incidentally,  there  is  no  time  or 
place  or  circumstance  where  one  cannot  follow. 

What  Christian  living  is  all  about,  singly  or  cor- 
porateiy,  is  following  Christ.    It  is  important  that  we  see 
this  at  this  particular  time  in  the  life  of  our  nation  and 
church  when  we  are  being  prodded  by  the  living  Lord  to 
move  with  history.    "Follow  me."    This  is  the  word  that 
ought  to  monit  ::  what  we  do  and  say  and  think  as  Trustees, 
Deacons,  committee  members,   Council  members,  Minis- 
ters and  members  of  the  congregation.    Is  this  action,  this 
decision,  this  policy,  this  attitude  of  such  a  quality  that  it 
is  moving  Riverside  Church  in  the  direction  that  Jesus  is 
going?    We  may  not  always  agree  on  what  it  means  to  fol- 
low Jesus,  but  we  cannot  question  the  fundamental  presump- 
tion that  we  are  here  to  follow  Jesus.    This  is  the  acid 
test  stripped  of  its  theological  decor. 

It's  safe  to  tell  it  now.    A  few  days  after  John  F. 
Kennedy  was  assassinated  a  member  of  the  church  I  was 
serving  in  Ann  Arbor  called  and  suggested  that  the  one 
thing  we  might  do  to  partially  redeem  the  tragedy  would 
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be  to  provide  Marina  Oswald  with  an  opportunity  to  improve 
her  English,    Mrs.  Oswald  had  expressed  a  desire  to  stay 
in  the  United  States  and  learn  its  language  better.    Because 
it  would  have  been  unwise  to  bring  this  before  the  entire 
congregation,  a  few  of  us  who  represented  the  Executive 
Committee  of  that  church  got  in  touch  with  Marina  Oswald. 

To  make  a  long  story  short,  in  due  time  and  in  co- 
operation with  the  FBI  and  others ,  Marina  Oswald  came  to 
Ann  Arbor.    She  slipped  into  our  community  at  night  by 
train  while  a  battery  of  reporters  were  waiting  hawkishly 
at  the  airport.    She  lived  with  a  modest  family  that  takes 
seriously  its  devotion  to  God  and  its  love  for  people.    When 
we  were  finally  pressed  to  do  so,  we  joined  the  University 
of  Michigan  in  issuing  a  modest  press  release.    The  mail 
began  to  come  in.    There  were  some  who  were  quick  and 
hot  to  say  that  what  we  did  was  unpatriotic.    Others  told  us 
that  our  action  was  unwise.    Others  that  it  was  unfair. 
(One  woman  said  that  she  had  belonged  to  a  church  for 
forty  years  and  what  it  had  done  for  her  in  all  that  time 
she  could  write  on  the  back  of  a  postage  stamp. )    Others 
were  prompted  to  say  that  what  we  did  was  grossly  un- 
American.    I  answered  every  letter,  rightly  or  wrongly 
feeling  it  to  belong  to  our  ministry  to  do  so.    I  said  in  ef- 
fect to  each  who  criticized,  "The  one  thing  you  haven't 
shown  us  is  that  what  we  have  done  is  unlike  Christ." 

It  doesn't  really  matter  whether  an  action  is  pro- 
fitable or  popular,    Whether  it  is  practical  or  realistic. 
Whether  it  wins  a  salute  from  the  city  or  nation.    What 
matters  only  and  always  is  whether  what  we  are  about  can 
be  understood  as  following  Jesus  Christ. 

I  stood  a  few  inches  taller  this  week  when  I  read 
what  the  General  Assembly  of  the  Presbyterian  Church  of 
South  Africa  said  to  the  Prime  Minister  of  that  country* 
The  World  Council  of  Churches  has  decided  to  give  finan- 
cial aid  to  several  black  African  liberation  movements  — 
including  some  listed  in  South  Africa  as  terrorist  organi- 
zations.   Because  of  this  the  government  has  asked  the 
churches  of  South  Africa  to  pull  out  of  the  World  Council 
of  Churches.    The  answer  of  the  General  Assembly  was  in 
these  words:  "The  Assembly  reminds  the  Prime  Minister 
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that  its  only  Lord  and  master  is  Jesus  Christ  and  it  may  not 
serve  other  masters  and  that  its  task  is  not  necessarily  to 
support  the  government  in  power  but  to  be  faithful  to  the 
gospel.  "3 

"Follow  Me."    To  follow  Jesus  is  to  have  a  plan. 
To  follow  Jesus  is  to  face  and  embrace  the  future.    To  fol- 
low Jesus  is  to  have  a  star  by  which  to  steer.    Every  time 
he  comes  across  our  way  and  bids  us  follow,,  he  creates  a 
crisis.    And  we  can  never  be  the  same  again.    For  when 
that  command  registers  on  our  souls  we  can  choose  to  die 
to  God  and  live  to  self,  or  Jo  die  to  self  and  live  to  God. 

The  kind  of  loyalty  I  should  like  to  command  of  my- 
self and  see  us  offer  up  to  God  as  a  congregation  can  be 
summed  up  in  the  words  of  an  obscure  figure  in  the  Old 
Testament  by  the  name  of  Ittai.    He  belonged  to  a  foreign 
country.    On  a  dark  day  when  many  of  David's  troops  were 
choosing  to  desert  their  chief,  David  turned  to  Ittai  and 
said  in  effect  "You've  got  it  made  at  home,  why  don't  you 
go  back,  you've  served  us  well."    But  Ittai  answered:  "As 
the  Lord  iiveth,  and  as  my  Lord  the  King  liveth,  surely  in 
what  place  my  Lord  the  King  shall  be,  whether  in  life  or 
death,  even  there  also  will  thy   servant  be.    (II  Samuel 
15:21) 

Closing  Prayer 

O  God,  if  we  follow  at  a  distance  or  not  at  all; 
If  we  follow  from  a  sense  of  duty  void  of  passion; 
If  we  follow  only  when  it  is  convenient; 
Speak  to  us  in  commanding  love, 
And  help  us  to  become  what  we  were  meant  to  be. 
Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord.    Amen. 
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